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CNA and the National District Attorneys Association (NDAA) have partnered to actively develop and disseminate useful 
COVID-19 response resources to prosecutors and courts. We recognize that smaller, more rural jurisdictions face different 
challenges than larger, more urban jurisdictions. Thus, in November and December 2020, CNA and NDAA held three listening 
sessions with prosecutors from rural jurisdictions around the county to better understand their challenges, especially those 
resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

While these concerns are not all unique to rural jurisdictions, prosecutors in rural jurisdictions noted that their offices are 
experiencing these problems differently than more urban jurisdictions. The following list summarizes the main ideas from our 
listening sessions:

• Some rural jurisdictions remain concerned about health safety.
• Rural jurisdictions may not have the infrastructure or capacity to have remote proceedings.
• Rural jurisdictions are very concerned about the backlog of cases.
• Juries may not be representative of local communities.
• Rural jurisdictions are concerned that their communities are seeing increases in crime rates; the COVID-19 pandemic 

has also affected services that would typically divert defendants out of the criminal justice system. 
• Where possible, moving certain aspects of the criminal justice system to a virtual setting may benefit some rural 

communities. 
• Prosecutors in rural jurisdictions are concerned about creating contingency plans.
• Participants expressed concerns about budgets.

SOME RURAL JURISDICTIONS REMAIN CONCERNED ABOUT HEALTH SAFETY. 
While courts around the country implemented health safety protocols at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, prosecutors in 
rural jurisdictions continued to express concern about health safety. Some participants indicated that local court systems with 
smaller courthouses and courtrooms cannot successfully implement COVID-19 safety measures. Participants noted that even 
when protocols were developed earlier in the pandemic, some rural courts had trouble procuring basic health safety supplies, 
such as hand sanitizer.

Other participants noted that rural courts are limiting the participation for in-person hearings to select individuals. This typically 
included the judge, a court clerk, the prosecuting attorney, and the defense attorneys. Some jurisdictions noted that the 
defendant and/or key witnesses were also allowed in the courtroom. However, even with safety measures and social distancing 
requirements in place, one participated noted that, “[I was] still interacting with dozens of people per day.” 

Additionally, some participants expressed concerns about court staff, including judges, attorneys, and the local community not 
following best practices for health safety. Examples given included cleaning protocols not being followed between each case,, 
court security not screening individuals entering the courthouse per protocol,, attorneys and judges refusing to wear masks 
while in the courtroom despite masking requirements, and judges refusing to enforce safety protocols and requirements in their 
courthouses. While some participants noted that certain judges will enforce all safety protocols in their courtrooms; however, not 
all judges do so, resulting in “hurt feelings” and sentiments of “political warfare” related to health safety.
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RURAL JURISDICTIONS MAY NOT HAVE THE INFRASTRUCTURE OR CAPACITY TO HAVE REMOTE 
PROCEEDINGS.
Social distancing recommendations caused many criminal justice partners to shift to remote work, but some rural prosecutors’ 
offices and courthouses have struggled to adapt to a virtual environment. Unreliable internet service in rural jurisdictions—not 
just for victims and witnesses, but also for local courthouse was an issue well before the COVIDCOVID-19 pandemic. Even in 
locations with generally reliable internet, participants expressed concern about whether there was enough bandwidth to support 
and maintain normal court business. Further, prosecutors in jurisdictions without digital casefiles may still be required to return 
to the office. Generally, the participants in our listening session noted that even in areas where the court was able to easily 
transition into a virtual environment, the lack of availability of Wi-Fi for victims and defendants made virtual proceedings difficult. 
While the ability to work virtually varies based on the specific jurisdiction, one participant noted that there is a general sense of 
frustration among prosecutors in their office, where employees feel they are not able to do their jobs. 

Click below to access resources related to remote proceedings.
Using Technology to Mitigate the Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Prosecutors’ Offices

Remote Work and Court Room Proceedings

RURAL JURISDICTIONS ARE VERY CONCERNED ABOUT THE BACKLOG OF CASES. 
As courts have either closed entirely or suspended certain proceedings, prosecutors’ offices are unable to try cases. While 
this is an abundant problem, prosecutors in rural jurisdictions noted that this is especially concerning for smaller offices. Rural 
jurisdictions face a number of additional problems that are likely to exacerbate case backlogs. Some jurisdictions have limited 
staff and limited court days and are seeing increased requests for jury trials. These compounded issues could cause the 
backlog of trials to extend well into 2021 or beyond. A few participants expressed concern that the lack of trials was causing 
defendants to decline plea offers because of the decreased pressure to resolve their cases. 

Some participants noted that their offices have created case prioritization plans; however, these plans vary from jurisdiction 
to jurisdiction. One participant noted that their office is focusing on the oldest cases first. Another noted that their office is 
prioritizing cases where the defendant is currently incarcerated. Multiple participants indicated that their offices plan to try sex 
crimes cases first; however, many other participants are taking the opposite approach and prioritizing simpler cases that can 
be completed quickly. While the offices differed in their strategies for trying cases, the vast majority of jurisdictions expressed 
concerns about defense counsel appealing the trial verdicts. 

JURIES MAY NOT BE REPRESENTATIVE OF LOCAL COMMUNITIES. 
In jurisdictions where trials are being held, prosecutors expressed a variety of experiences in recruiting grand juries and petit 
juries. While some jurisdictions noted that the local community is responding to jury summons at a lower rate,, others reported 
an increase in response rates (versus pre-COVID-19).  

A number of participants indicated that the local clerks are summoning up to twice the normal numbers for jury duty to 
ensure enough juror participation. Jurisdictions that indicated that they are seeing reduced responses to jury summons noted 
that individuals requested excusals for a number of reasons. The most frequent reasons for excusals included age, health 
concerns, and employment. In addition to the issue of the amount of jurors who are responding to summons, participants also 
noted the issue of the integrity of the jury. Prosecutors expressed concern about choosing a jury without being able to see the 
jurors’ faces (if they are wearing masks).

Participants also indicated that the political leanings of the local community seemed to be influencing jury responses. In 
locations where masks have become politicized, participants expressed concerned that there was an overlap between 
individuals who refused to wear masks and who were willing to respond to their jury summons.1 In either scenario—reduced 

1 Please note that neither CNA, NDAA, nor participants have data to support this claim. These sentiments were based on the experiences and 
concerns of participants.
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response rates or increased response rates among certain populations—prosecutors expressed concern that because,  
the community has a whole is unlikely to responds to jury summons equally, juries may not be representative of the  
local community. 

Click below to access a resource related to pre-trial proceedings.
Proactive Prosecution: Protecting the Record and Overcoming Pre-Trial Issues during COVID-19

Conducting & Defending in Court a Pandemic-Era Forensic Interview

RURAL JURISDICTIONS ARE CONCERNED THAT THEIR COMMUNITIES ARE SEEING INCREASES IN 
CRIME RATES; THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HAS ALSO AFFECTED SERVICES THAT WOULD TYPICALLY 
DIVERT DEFENDANTS OUT OF THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM. 
As fewer individuals are being held on bond, our working group members expressed concern that there is an increased 
likelihood of repeat offending. Participants also expressed concern for victims of domestic violence who are remaining in their 
homes with their abusers while there are fewer victim resources. Additionally, participants noted that there are fewer resources 
and alternatives to incarceration for defendants. For example, a working group member shared that their jurisdiction was having 
difficulties providing anger management and other classes to perpetrators. While the evidence is, at this point, anecdotal, 
participants noted that there was an increase in certain types of crimes—especially domestic violence murders and murders. 
 
Additionally, mental health facilities and substance use facilities in many rural jurisdictions were already overwhelmed. 
Participants noted that before the COVID-19 pandemic, their jurisdictions did not always have the resources to meet the needs 
of the local communities, especially substance abuse treatment programs. With the onset of the pandemic, some of these 
programs shut down, leaving defendants with limited treatment options. This is also true for specialty courts. While virtual 
proceedings have increased accessibility and ameliorated transportation issues, prosecutors expressed concern that these 
services may not be as beneficial and supportive as in-person proceedings. 

Click below to access resources related to victim services.
Lessons Learned from the Field: Maintaining Victim Services during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Supporting Crime Victims during the COVID-19 Pandemic
First, Do No Harm - Trauma-Informed Interviewing during the COVID-19 Pandemic

WHERE POSSIBLE, MOVING CERTAIN ASPECTS OF THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM TO A VIRTUAL 
SETTING MAY BENEFIT SOME RURAL COMMUNITIES. 
Transportation can be a barrier for victims, defendants, and witness in rural jurisdictions. Prosecutors noted that providing victim 
services in a remote setting may allow certain victims to easier access to those services in remote areas. The ability to log into 
a virtual environment and receive services mitigates transportation barriers and may be improving certain victim experiences. 
Prosecutors expressed hope that this would continue after COVID-19. However, even in some areas that have increased 
overall access to victim services, prosecutors noted that access to certain services, like shelters, was more limited. 

Similarly, participants also noted that remote proceedings may continue to benefit attorneys and defendants who typically travel 
long distances for courtroom appearances. Participants noted that, upon moving to virtual proceedings, some areas have seen 
a decrease in defendants failing to appear. Other participants indicated that, because almost everyone has a smartphone, 
virtual court proceedings can increase overall productivity. One participant noted, “[they] can step out of work for a bit to appear 
instead of leaving [work] for two hours to [appear in person].

Click below to access resources related to virtual trials.
Criminal Jury Trials during COVID-19

Justice Talks: Rural Courts and COVID-19
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FOR QUESTIONS, CONTACT US AT COVID19_COURTS@CNA.ORG.

PROSECUTORS IN RURAL JURISDICTIONS ARE CONCERNED ABOUT CREATING  
CONTINGENCY PLANS.
With fewer officers and staff, if one person becomes ill or needs to quarantine, work can be halted within a rural office. While 
some participants noted that their offices had contingency plans in place for employees becoming ill, many others noted that 
they did not have plans to ensure office continuity. This was especially worrisome for prosecutors in the smallest offices, where 
having one staff member out sick or quarantining due to exposure presented a significant burden on the remaining staff. Those 
who indicated that their offices had contingency plans in place noted that these plans focused on the general health safety of 
the staff. For example, one participant noted that their office is encouraging everyone to work from home, except in specific 
situations where they need access to the office. Additionally, this participant noted if anyone from their office was potentially 
exposed to COVID-19, that person is required to quarantine immediately and is not allowed to return to the office until he or 
she receives a negative test. However, another participant indicated that there were “lots of inconsistencies” in what individuals 
exposed to COVID-19 are being told to do.
    
Participants also expressed concern about increased risk of employee burnout and the possibility for increased turnover, 
which only increases when an employee becomes ill. Additionally, many offices and smaller courtrooms have limited space, 
which makes social distancing difficult and contributes to the spread of illness around the office. As one participant noted, one 
individual can expose an entire office. 

PARTICIPANTS EXPRESSED CONCERNS ABOUT BUDGETS. 
In locations that lacked the infrastructure to support virtual work, moving to remote proceedings required money that was 
not always available. While some jurisdictions indicated that they were moving proceedings to alternate locations, others 
recognized that they did not have the budgetary capacity to make these types of adjustments. Budget concerns also extended 
to manpower. In many rural jurisdictions, where staffing is already limited, the possibility for further cuts exacerbates the burden.

While there are no simple solutions to the issues outline above, CNA and NDAA are dedicated to further examining these 
challenges. We plan to release resources related to contingency planning, case prioritization, and alternate venues to the field in 
the coming months. If you have additional concerns or there are other topic of interest to you or your office, please let us know 
here or email us at covid19_courts@cna.org.
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